My Freshman English Teacher by Persoon, Jim
Grand Valley Review
Volume 16 | Issue 1 Article 18
1-1-1997
My Freshman English Teacher
Jim Persoon
Grand Valley State University
Follow this and additional works at: http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/gvr
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@GVSU. It has been accepted for inclusion in Grand Valley Review by an
authorized administrator of ScholarWorks@GVSU. For more information, please contact scholarworks@gvsu.edu.
Recommended Citation
Persoon, Jim (1997) "My Freshman English Teacher," Grand Valley Review: Vol. 16: Iss. 1, Article 18.
Available at: http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/gvr/vol16/iss1/18
: : ; h i c a g o  a n d  i t s  
h i s  k n o w l e d g e  
u l l y .  I  s a w  h i m  
1 d  I  w o r k e d  o n  
m e d  t o o  b r o a d  
: l i e  h a d  a l w a y s  
: s i t a n c y  i n  t h i s  
:  t o  e m b r a c e  i t  
1  t h e  e m p h a t i c  
l a r g e r  t h a n  l i f e  
1 n  t h e  s h o u l d e r  
1  t r a n s f o r m e d .  
: : v a n s t o n ,  f r o m  
1 y  b o d y ,  v o i c e ,  
t y  w i t h  w h i c h  I  
p r o c e s s  o f  m y  
~. c o m m i t m e n t ,  
f  m e  t h a n  w a s  
g r o w t h  i s  a  g i f t  
M Y  F R E S H M A N  E N G L I S H  T E A C H E R  
J i m  P e r s o o n  
H e  h a d  a  r e d  b i r t h m a r k  o n  h i s  c h e e k  b i g g e r  t h a n  t h e  o n e  G o r b a c h e v  h a s  o n  h i s  
h e a d .  H e  w a s  f r o m  M i s s i s s i p p i  a n d  s m i l e d  a  l o t  a n d  s a i d  w e  w e r e  g o i n g  t o  b e  
r e a d i n g  s o m e  " i m - P O H - t a n t  L I T - e r - a - t o o - e r . "  N o t  " l i t e r c h e r , "  a s  I  s a i d ,  b u t  a  g e n u i n e  
f i v e - s y l l a b l e  a r i s t o c r a t i c  S o u t h e r n  w o r d .  I  w i s h  I  c o u l d  s a y  I  w a s  e n t r a n c e d ,  b u t  I  w a s  
m o s t l y  s c a r e d .  A t  l e a s t  I  c o u l d  u n d e r s t a n d  h i m  m o s t  o f  t h e  t i m e ,  u n l i k e  m y  c a l c u l u s  
p r o f e s s o r  f r o m  K o r e a  a n d  m y  c h e m i s t r y  s e c t i o n  l e a d e r  f r o m  P a k i s t a n ,  a n d ,  w o r s t  o f  
a l l ,  m y  z o o l o g y  l a b  t e a c h e r  f r o m  T e x a s .  
J o h n  M c C u l l y  w a s  t h e  s o n  o f  a  p r e a c h e r  m a n ,  h e  s a i d ,  a  B a p t i s t  m i n i s t e r ,  a n d  h e  
h a d  n e v e r  b e e n  i n  t h e  N o r t h  b e f o r e ,  b u t  h e  w a s  h a p p y  t o  m e e t  u s .  I  w a s  t r a n s f e r r e d  
o u t  o f  h i s  s e c t i o n  t h e  n e x t  w e e k ,  i n t o  a n  h o n o r s  s e c t i o n ,  b a s e d  o n  a n  e m b a r r a s s i n g l y  
n a i v e  e s s a y  o n  t h e  a s s i g n e d  t o p i c  o f  r a c e  i n  A m e r i c a ,  f r o m  s o m e o n e  w h o  h a d  n e v e r  
a c t u a l l y  s p o k e n  t o  a  b l a c k  p e r s o n .  T h e  n e x t  y e a r ,  t h o u g h  s t i l l  a  p r e - m e d  s t u d e n t ,  I  
t o o k  a  m e d i e v a l  l i t e r a t u r e  c o u r s e - G o d  k n o w s  w h y .  J o h n  t a u g h t  i t .  H e  r e m e m b e r e d  
m e  a n d  r e l i s h e d  m y  s h o c k .  I  h a d  e x p e c t e d  t o  b e  s a f e l y  a n o n y m o u s  a t  t h i s  
m i d w e s t e r n  m e g a - u n i v e r s i t y ,  a f t e r  t h e  c l o s e  e m o t i o n a l  c o n f i n e s  o f  t h e  s m a l l  f a r m i n g  
c o m m u n i t y  I  h a d  c o m e  f r o m .  I  d i d  n o t  d o  w e l l  i n  h i s  c o u r s e .  I  g o t  a n  i n c o m p l e t e .  I t  
w a s  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  s i x t i e s ,  a n d  a  l o t  w a s  g o i n g  o n ,  b u t  t h a t  i s  n o t  w h y  I  d i d  n o t  
c o m p l e t e  t h e  c o u r s e .  
I  j u s t  c o u l d  n o t  t a k e  i t  a l l  i n .  A t  e a c h  c l a s s  s e s s i o n ,  J o h n  w o u l d  w a l k  i n  w i t h  a  
s t a c k  o f  b o o k s  t o o  h i g h  t o  c a r r y  s a f e l y .  T h e y  w o u l d  o f t e n  t u m b l e  o u t  o f  h i s  a r m s ,  f a l l  
o p e n ,  a n d  s c a t t e r  t h e  t o r n  b i t s  o f  y e l l o w  p a p e r  t h a t  s e r v e d  h i m  a s  b o o k m a r k s .  J o h n  
w o u l d  s c r a m b l e  t o  g a t h e r  t h e m  u p ,  s t o p  t o  s m i l e  a t  u s  a n d  a p o l o g i z e ,  a n d  t h e n  
s c r a m b l e  s o m e  m o r e ,  s a y  " o h ,  d e a r , "  s m i l e ,  p u t  h i s  h a n d  t o  h i s  h e a d  w i t h  a  
d i s t r e s s e d  l o o k  a n d  s t a r t  t e l l i n g  u s  w h a t  h e  w o u l d  h a v e  r e a d  t o  u s  i f  h e  c o u l d  f i n d  t h e  
p a g e .  H e  w a s  n o t o r i o u s l y  d i s o r g a n i z e d .  
H e  a l s o  k n e w  t h a t  h e  h a d  s o m e t h i n g  i m p o r t a n t  t o  s a y ,  a n d  I  c o u l d  t e l l  t h a t .  
S o m e w h e r e  i n  t h i s  m e s s  o f  b o o k s  w a s  a  g r e a t  r i c h n e s s ,  a n d  i t  w a s  t h i s  m e s s y  
t e a c h e r  w h o  h a d  r e a d  t h e m .  A s  f o r  m e ,  I  h a d  t r o u b l e  r e a d i n g  t h e m .  I  c o u l d  f o l l o w  
J o h n ' s  r e a d i n g  o f  t h e m ,  b u t  I  n e v e r  k n e w  w h a t  I  w a s  s u p p o s e d  t o  d o  a b o u t  i t  a l l ,  w h a t  
t o  w r i t e  o r  w h a t  t o  s a y .  S o  I  d i d n ' t  s p e a k  i n  c l a s s  o r  w r i t e  a l l  t h e  p a p e r s .  I  w o u l d  g o  s i t  
o u t s i d e  o f  J o h n ' s  o f f i c e .  T h e r e  w a s  a  b e n c h  t h e r e .  T h e r e  w a s  a  b e n c h  i n  f r o n t  o f  
e v e r y  o f f i c e  d o o r ,  i n  a  q u i e t  h a l l ,  s o  a n y o n e  c o u l d  s i t  f o r  a  l o n g  t i m e  a n d  r e a d  w i t h o u t  
b e i n g  d i s t u r b e d  a n d  w i t h o u t  f e e l i n g  t h a t  w e  w e r e  d i s t u r b i n g  a n y o n e  e l s e .  I  s t i l l  t h i n k  
o f  t h a t  p r o f u s i o n  o f  b e n c h e s  a s  t h e  i d e a l  i n  u n i v e r s i t y  a r c h i t e c t u r e .  J o h n  m i g h t  b e  i n  
c l a s s  a n d  n o t  d u e  i n  t h e  o f f i c e  f o r  a n  h o u r ,  b u t  I  h a d  t h e  c o m f o r t i n g  b e n c h  b y  h i s  
d o o r .  
I n s i d e  t h e  o f f i c e  w a s  e v e n  b e t t e r .  T h e r e  w e r e  b o o k s  e v e r y w h e r e ,  a n d  t h e y  a l l  h a d  
b i t s  o f  p a p e r  h a n g i n g  o u t  o f  t h e m .  H e  w o u l d  g r a b  a n  e n v e l o p e  o u t  o f  t h e  t r a s h  t o  
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write down an idea, in a large, loopy handwriting that I tried to read upside-down. He 
had an office-mate with whom he argued all the time. I came into the office on any 
pretense. I could hardly articulate a question, but they didn't seem to mind. They 
would go on arguing some point I only half understood, and I would listen to the 
sound of this strange new talk which nobody talked where I came from. I was not a 
part of it; I couldn't speak it; I could barely write in imitation of it; but they let me listen 
in on it. For years. This was my undergraduate education, and, in some ways, it has 
been more powerful training than the Ph.D. ever could be. 
One of my own undergraduate students called just this weekend before 
Christmas to ask about her A-minus. "I must have really bombed the final," she said 
without irony. 
I've been thinking all week about my first Christmas at college. Bombs were 
falling at Hue. It was the Tet Offensive. I would be drafted in three years. I got an 
incomplete from John McCully in Medieval Literature; the next term it was due to turn 
into an F, and I still refused to write the last paper, because I still knew too little. John 
gave me a grade anyway, in defiance of my stubbornness and anxiety. I don't know if 
it was an A or an A minus, but it was totally undeserved. 
He was a father to me. That is, I wanted to grow up to be like him. And he treated 
me with compassion, rather than according to my just desserts. I think I'm hipper 
than John, and I have more hair than he did. But I'm still trying to reach that level of 
devotion he showed to me, a debt I can repay only by passing it on to some other 
raw-boned, inarticulate kid who sits in my office not knowing what to say. 
I want to end my story with an imagined moral from John's father, the Baptist 
minister. The Lord works in mysterious ways. Who knows what kind of teaching 
takes, or what kind of student takes it in, or what the whole reason for the enterprise 
is? But perform it with devotion, and, as Keats says, that is all you know and all you 
need to know. 
John's devotion, not his messy technique, made him a teacher, and I was the 
outwardly unresponsive, unpromising student in whom it took. As I work on my own 
teaching techniques, which are an important source of creative effort and meaning 
for me, I want not to forget the heart of it all, and I want not too quickly to judge 
myself a success or failure by what I can see in student papers, voices, and 
attitudes. This is a deeper enterprise than that, always potentially transformative, and 
even with the unlikeliest of materials, as in the life-changing encounter between John 
and me. 
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